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Saul Bellow, the winner of the Noble Prize for Literature in 1976, was one of the 
major representatives of Jewish-American writers, whose literary works had a great 
influence on American literature after World War Ⅱ. His novel Seize the Day, which 
was singled out and mentioned specially by the Royal Swedish Academy as one of the 
classic works of our time, gives readers a vivid description of the predicament of an 
individual in modern society. It is about the story of one day in the life of Tommy 
Wilhelm, a man in his mid-forties who is going through a midlife crisis. As the story 
opens, he is standing outside the dining room of the Hotel Gloriana in New York City, 
the residential hotel in which he and his father live. For this moment at this place, 
Wilhelm lives apart from his wife Margaret and is separated from his two sons and his 
lover Oliver. He is a struggling salesman who has quitted his job and currently has no 
income. He asks his father to help him both mentally and financially. However, he is 
refused flatly. And he gives his last 700 dollars to a quack psychologist Dr. Tamkin to 
speculate on the stock market. However, he is deceived by Dr. Tamkin and loses all his 
money. At the end of this story, Wilhelm weeps bitterly at the funeral of a strange 
Jewish man. 
The thesis attempts to analyze assimilation and clashes between Jewish and 
American cultures from the perspective of father-son relationship. Father-son 
relationship in Seize the Day is a reflection of cultural assimilation and clashes. 
Conflicts between father and son, caused by their different degrees of Americanization 
and their different attitudes toward traditional Jewish culture, lead to the protagonist 
Wilhelm’s anxiety. Wilhelm’s anxiety is solved through his sublimation at the fury 
funeral, and essentially through his return to the traditional Jewish culture.  
This thesis is composed of three chapters plus “Introduction” and “Conclusion”. 
“Introduction” briefly introduces Saul Bellow’s life, influence of existentialism on him, 
and reviews on Seize the Day.  
Chapter one presents the theoretical and historical background of cultural 
assimilation and clashes in Seize the Day.  
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relationship with his birth father, spiritual father and grandfather corresponds to three 
archetypes of father-son relationship in the Jewish culture. The three types of 
father-son relationship are caused by different degrees of Americanization and 
different attitudes toward the traditional Jewish culture. Wilhelm’s alienation from his 
birth father, his disappointment with his spiritual father and his nostalgia for his 
grandfather’s love suggest his negation of the first two types of father-son relationship 
and his affirmation of the third, which in fact symbolizes a spiritual home in the Jewish 
culture. 
Chapter three probes into Wilhelm’s spiritual sublimation. Wilhelm’s sense of 
loneliness and marginality and his disillusion in American Dream is caused by the 
reciprocity of cultural assimilation and clashes. From existentialist point of view, 
Wilhelm is trying to seek for self-worth. Through his experiences, he finally has a 
better understanding of self and has an insight into human relationship. His spirit is 
sublimated, which lies in his final return to the traditional Jewish culture.  
“Conclusion” restates that Wilhelm’s alienation from his birth father, his 
disappointment with his spiritual father and his nostalgia for his grandfather’s love 
suggest his return to the traditional culture, but Seize the Day goes beyond the sphere 
of ethnicity and conveys messages of universality, which offers important 
enlightenments to the present cultural diversity.  
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Saul Bellow was among the most celebrated authors in the twentieth century. He got 
Pulitzer prize, received National Book Reward three times and won the 1976 Noble 
Prize for literature. The anxieties and aspirations that his fiction expresses, like the 
breakdown and disarray it depicts and the disabused intelligence and humor it flaunts, 
had an immense personal appeal.① By general critical agreement, Saul Bellow is the 
strongest American novelist of his generation (Bloom 369). 
Saul Bellow (1915-2005) was engaged in literature for more than sixty years. 
According to Dictionary of Literary Biography, Bellow is “our preeminent public 
spokesman … who catches and articulates the sometimes hidden feelings of our era”.② 
Philip Roth says that “the backbone of 20th-century American literature has been 
provided by William Faulkner and Saul Bellow. Together they are the Melville, 
Hawthorne, and Twain of the 20th century.”③ Bellow’s status in the post-World War II 
period of American literature can only be compared to that of Hemingway or Faulkner 
in the earlier part of the 20th century.  
Bellow was born in Lachine, Quebec, just two years after his parents, Abraham and 
Liza Gordon Bellows, had emigrated from St. Petersburg, Russia. His father was a 
daring and not always successful businessman who in Russia had imported Egyptian 
onions (Bellow describes him as a "sharpie circa 1905"), and in the New World 
attempted several often unconventional businesses. A family portrait in 1922 showed 
that his father is a stocky and erect man with the touchy look. In the real world Bellow’s 
father was very strict with his children, had a quick temper and a very short fuse, and 
when he was angry he would raise a hand to his children. Bellow's mother in the same 
picture is beautiful, with large gentle eyes and a broad forehead. Bellow himself--the 
seven-year-old Solomon Bellows--is alert and knowing, the baby among two sisters and 
a brother, staring down the camera with something of his father's indifference. 
                                                        
① Kramer, Hilton. "Saul Bellow, our contemporary." Commentary. 97.6 (June 1994): p37. Literature Resource 
Center. Gale. Xiamen University. 8 Dec. 2008 <http://go.galegroup.com/ps/start.do?p=LitRC&u=xmu> 
② http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itwed/hust Literature Resource Center: “Saul Bellow,” in Dictionary of Literary 
Biography, Volume 28: Twentieth-Century American-Jewish Fiction Writers. A Bruccoli Clark Layman Book. 
Edited by Daniel Walden, Pennsylvania State University. The Gale Group, 1984, p8-25 
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Bellow’s family environment had a great impact on his writing career. The Bellows 
lived in a slum on St. Dominique Street "between a market and a hospital," Bellow has 
said. "I was generally preoccupied with what went on in it and watched from the stairs 
and windows." ① His father blamed himself for the family's poverty and the boy did 
see violence and sexuality, saying later that the raw reality of Dominique Street made 
all else in his life seem strange and foreign. "Little since then has worked upon me 
with such force,"② Bellow has written. He lived amid the color and spirituality of an 
earlier era, for Lachine was "a medieval ghetto ...; my childhood was in ancient times 
which was true of all orthodox Jews."③ At the age of four he knew the book of 
Genesis in Hebrew. Lachine was also a verbal environment, teaching young Bellow 
Hebrew, Yiddish, French, and English. He spent a year in the Royal Hospital with 
nothing to do but read.  
But by the time his family moved to Humboldt Park in Chicago, when he was nine, 
he was healthy enough for sports as well as intellectual activities. Humboldt Park was 
a neighborhood of immigrants, filled with cultural and intellectual activities of 
sidewalk orators, branch libraries, and mission houses that would provide a debating 
club a meeting room. By the time he attended High School, Bellow had such friends 
as Isaac Rosenfeld , Sydney J. Harris, Oscar Tarkov, and David Peltz, his good friend, 
who remembers that "Solly Bellows was the most precocious of the lot--a good runner 
on the track team, a fair swimmer, middling tennis player, but a remarkable writer 
even then...."④ The boys were extreme in politics, and at one time were crazy about 
surrealism. But at home all was bad, for his father--by all accounts an impulsive, 
arrogant man—had financial problems, and a fatal accident involving his uninsured 
coal truck made the family labor for years to pay off the debt. Bellow’s father did not 
appreciate the political ardor and thought it was meaningless to talk about politics. 
Therefore he was often angry with Bellow and was dissatisfied with his circle of 
friends. What’s worse, there were several serious conflicts between them. Bellow's 
mother died when he was fifteen, and when he was seventeen he ran away to New 
York for a few weeks to peddle (unsuccessfully) his first novel. 
Life in Chicago had a decisive influence on Saul Bellow. In the autumn of 1933, 
                                                        
①A Silver Dish (Criticism): Information from Answers.com. http://www.answers.com/topic/a-silver-dish-story-7 
②Jeffry, Moore. My favorite Montreal Book. http://www.aelaq.org/mrb/article.php?issue=16&article=482&cat=2 
















Bellow was eager to attend the University of Chicago. However, his father did not 
agree, thinking that it was no use to study. But finally he surrendered to Saul Bellow’s 
persistence. Bellow attended the University of Chicago, where he was suffocated by 
the dense cultural atmosphere, and transferred to Northwestern and graduated in 1937 
with honors in sociology and anthropology. It was reported that he wished to study 
literature, but was advised that anti-Semitism would obstruct his career, and so he 
accepted a scholarship to study anthropology at the University of Wisconsin, where his 
professor thought he wrote anthropology like a good novelist. In 1937 ，
Bellow abandoned his graduate work in English literature. "In my innocence," he said, 
"I had decided to become a writer."① But Bellow’s father opposed and thought that 
Bellow should help him do business. So it was a bold decision at that time, and such 
boldness brought up Bellow's imaginative works.  
Bellow’s works are widely enjoyed throughout the world, especially The Adventures 
of Augie March (1953), Herzog (1964), and Mr. Samler's Planet (1970), all of which 
won National Book Awards and all of his works have been translated into Chinese, 
including his last novel Ravelstein. According to Song Zhaolin, a Chinese expert on 
Saul Bellow, Saul Bellow’s over sixty years of writing career can be roughly divided 
into three periods. The first period was the earliest period in which Dangling Man and 
The Victim were published. During this period, Bellow was greatly influenced by 
existentialism which was popular at that time in Europe as well as in America. And the 
influence of Kafka and Dostoevsky could be found in his writings such as in the Jew 
Joseph in Dangling Man, who quests for freedom but fails at last, feeling that the 
world we see is not the world we seek and the world we get is not the world we expect. 
Dangling Man was followed by The Victim in 1947, which draws in such themes as 
evil, death, guilt, fear of failure, responsibility and anti-Semitism through the life of a 
middle-aged Jew who unknowingly causes a gentile man to lose his job. 
Bellow was influenced greatly by existentialism. As a prevalent philosophy in the 
nineteenth century with Edmond Husserl and Martin Heidegger as its main forces, 
existentialism advocates to examine and analyze psychologically the individual’s 
situation in the world. Existentialism “represents a challenge to the view that there is a 
hopeful future for humanity” (Finkelstein 13). The world is absurd. Every man must 
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have the freedom to choose. Man is nothing, but what he makes of himself. The core 
question for existentialism is “how to answer the absurdity of man’s ‘existence” 
(Finkelstein 13). People’s different answers would determine their life. Later 
existentialism became a belief for some writers, such as Albert Camus and Jean-Paul 
Sartre. After World War Two, existentialism entered America. Feodor Dostoevsky was 
frequently mentioned by existentialists and he had a great influence on Saul Bellow. 
The second period was also Bellow’s prime period for writing, during which many 
of his major works were completed, including the famous novels of The Adventures of 
Augie March (1953), Seize the Day (1956), Henderson the Rain King (1959), Herzog 
(1964), Mr. Sammler’s Planet (1970) and Humboldt’s Gift (1975), and collection of 
short stories Mosby’s Memoirs, and Other Stories (1968), collection of his travel essays 
To Jerusalem and Back (1976), and the play The Last Analysis (1965). The themes of 
his works in this period are mainly concerned with life and death, materialism and 
spirit, friendship, questing for the inner life of the Jews, and of Jewish intellectuals in 
particular.  
The third period was from 1980s to his death in 2005, which is characterized by 
short stories and essays, including The Dean’s December (1982), More Die of 
Heartbreak (1987), and Ravelstein (2000). Ravelstein is a controversial book based on 
the life experience of his friend and dealing with the Jewish theme of seeking a 
spiritual home. 
Bellow spent part of his childhood in the ghetto. He knew deeply the tough life of 
Jewish migrants’ first generation of the twentieth century in America. As a member of 
the second migrants’ generation, he experienced Jewish people’s accommodation to 
America culture. In the Second World War period, the Jews suffered a lot, especially in 
the holocaust. After the Second World War, the Jewish immigrants were gradually 
assimilated into the American culture. However, they were confused about their 
identity. On one hand, they were assimilated into contemporary American culture 
which is “capitalism in its most grotesquely pragmatic stage, a society pervaded by the 
dust and ashes of alienation” (Finkelstein 268). On the other hand, they were often 
sensitive to their Jewish identities. Consequently they were marginalized. Bellow 
sharply observed this embarrassing situation and he paid close attention to individuals’ 
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